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EARLY EDUCATION FOR ALL CHILDREN 

 
 
 
 Research establishes that early education is critical for children’s learning and 
achievement.  Studies show that, by providing the essential cognitive, sensory-motor and social-
emotional skills necessary for school success and adult productivity, children’s earliest 
educational experiences set the stage for all subsequent learning.223  This hard evidence spurred 
passage of New York’s landmark 1997 Universal Prekindergarten (UPK) law, which envisions 
public preschool services made available for all of New York’s four-year-olds.   
 
 We now know that 75 percent of a child’s brain develops before the age of five. During 
the first three years, growth takes place at breakneck speed, resulting in the creation of more than 
a trillion pathways for learning and development.  In the preschool years, as learning occurs the 
brain parses and prunes these pathways, setting the literal foundations for later learning.  Thus 
the preschool years provide a critical window of opportunity for intervention, for children to gain 
the literacy, cognitive and social skills that will guide them through life.224  
 
 The benefits of early education for children from disadvantaged backgrounds, or 
otherwise at risk of school failure, are well documented.  Without prekindergarten, more than 
half of all low-income children start kindergarten a grade or even two grades behind.  These 
children do not enter kindergarten with the vocabulary and other verbal skills necessary to 
reason, problem-solve and learn to read and write.  This point was emphasized in the 1998 
landmark Abbott decision, in which New Jersey’s Supreme Court, stating that “early childhood 
programs are critically important and address the fact that if at-risk children are to have any 
chance of achieving academic success, they must be education-ready,” ordered school officials to 
offer preschool services to three- and four-year-olds across the state.225 
 
 Early education programs that benefit children also benefit society. Studies on the 
economic benefits of early education demonstrate that high quality preschool provides a 
tremendous return on investment, in part because of the reduced need for remedial and special 
education services.  A modest estimate is that every dollar paid generates a four-dollar return to 
the taxpayer.226  A recent study on the Perry Preschool project, the best known and best-
documented study of the value of pre-school education, documents a 17 to 1 rate of return.227   
 
 Direct benefits to the school system include reduced grade retention, fewer placements in 
special education and greater classroom productivity.  An evaluation of New York State’s 40-
year-old Targeted Prekindergarten program (TPK)228 for low-income children found that 
participating children were 50 percent less likely to need special education services, and 25 
percent less likely to be held back by the end of the third grade than peers who did not attend 
preschool.229  One education economist estimates that the school system saves one half of its 
investment in early education even before the other benefits are accounted for.  Under that 
equation, New York State could save 1.9 to 2.8 percent on total educational expenditures, or up 

to $828 million a year, by investing in universal preschool for all four-year-olds.230 
 



 64 

 The benefits of early learning cut across all social and economic classes.  The tuition 
costs of early education, which typically range from $6,000 to $12,000 a year in New York City, 
make it prohibitively expensive for even middle-income families.  The result is a learning gap 
affecting middle-income children — particularly those from families in the lower portion of 
middle income — who often start school unprepared to learn.231  According to some observers, 
principals and teachers across the system can immediately tell which children have been through 
a universal prekindergarten (UPK) program and which have not; the former group is far more 
prepared for formal instruction in the early grades than the latter group.232  
 
 Scientists have also documented the critical need to add early education services for 
children aged three and younger.  Edward Zigler, a prominent researcher at Yale University, 
recommends that policymakers define preschool as services for birth through age five, citing the 
scientific evidence that considerable development occurs during the earliest years of human life, 
from birth through age three.  The research demonstrates that intervention before the age of three 
can catch developmental delays in speech, cognition or physical ability, before they grow more 
costly and complicated to treat.233  Researchers have conducted evaluations of various programs, 
and initial research shows the Early Head Start program to be an effective model, lifting 
children’s development across all the important early learning domains, and boosting children’s 
readiness for school.   
 
 The research supporting early childhood education starting from birth has caught the 
attention of statewide officials.  The state of Illinois now requires that all expansion of 
prekindergarten services be coupled with an expansion of supports for infants and toddlers.234  
On July 7, 2005, New York’s Board of Regents circulated a draft of a revised early childhood 
policy calling for state support for programs that start at birth.    
 

 
 
 
History and Framework of Early Education in New York City 

 
Superstart   
 
 In 1965, the New York State Education Department launched the first statewide public 
preschool initiative, called “Experimental Preschool”, which targeted three- and four-year-olds at 
risk of school failure.  The State Board of Regents initiated the program.  During the program’s 
first year $5 million in funding was allocated (to serve 2,600 children across the state) through 

“Early childhood education, for all children ages birth through grade 3, is an integrated 

system designed to ensure that each child receives a healthy start and attains the skills 

and concepts to have a successful academic experience in developmentally-appropriate 

programs.”    

 
—New York Board of Regents, Policy Statement on Early Education for Student 

Achievement in a Global Community, (2005) 
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the Governor’s executive budget. To be eligible, children had to be economically disadvantaged 
(i.e., qualify for free or reduced-price lunch).  The program was housed entirely within public 
school buildings, and took place for six hours a day.  The explicit purpose of Experimental 
Preschool was to prepare children to succeed in school.   
 
 Two years after the launch of this program, the state Board of Regents issued a policy 
paper proposing that the state “adopt a long-term plan leading to the establishment of free 
education for all 3- and 4-year-olds whose parents wish them to attend school”.235  That proposal 
never took hold, but the Experimental Preschool program survives to this day, serving about 
5,500 children in New York City’s public schools. Today, the state calls the program Targeted 
Prekindergarten, and it continues to fully fund a six-hour day for students. In New York City, 
that program is known as “Superstart.”  New York City combines federal and state funding to 
create a full school day program. 
 
 
Universal Prekindergarten (UPK) 
    

 In 1997, the legislature expanded preschool services with passage of the Universal 
Prekindergarten law (UPK).  This legislation authorizes local school districts to provide access to 
a two and a half hour preschool experience for four-year-old children residing in their catchment 
areas at no cost to their families.  The legislation also mandated that at least 10 percent of the 
program funds for collaborations be earmarked for community-based programs in non-public 
school settings. The law also expands eligibility, defining all children as eligible regardless of 
whether they were enrolled in another preschool program such as childcare or Head Start.236  
Thus, a child might attend both a Head Start or childcare program as well as a two and a half 
hour UPK program every day.   
 
 The goal was to ensure access to high-quality early learning programs for all four-year-
olds whose parents wished them to participate.  The legislature decided to roll out the program 
gradually over five years, with full funding at $500 million in 2003.  Funding stalled in 2001, 
however, keeping enrollment flat.  Sixty thousand children are currently enrolled statewide in 
this program; nearly 42,000 of them are in New York City.  

 
 In New York City, the DOE through each of its community school districts administers 
the program.  Of the 42,000 children enrolled, 15,000 are in public schools and the remaining 
27,000 are in programs operated by nearly 600 community-based organizations (CBOs).  These 
CBOs include childcare organizations, Head Start, nursery schools, preschool special education 
programs and private and parochial schools.  Regardless of the settings, the programs must meet 
requirements set by the DOE for adult supervision, program and curriculum and teacher 
certification among others.   
 
 As indicated by the chart below, only 37 percent of children attended prekindergarten in 
public school buildings the first year of the program.  These percentages have remained fairly 
consistent over the years. 
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                Program Sites for UPK in New York City 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 In the first three years of implementation, while state funds continued to increase, the 
DOE used the UPK funding to greatly expand preschool services.*  The City also used this time 
to develop the framework for a system that could serve all children across the City.  Education 
officials did this despite uncertainties about what the yearly level of funding for this program 
would be.  Success in this rapid expansion of early education benefited from the collaboration 
between the DOE and community-based organizations that already had a strong foundation and 
history of providing early education to four-year-olds.  
 
 In addition to UPK, the DOE oversees Preschool Special Education for three- to five-
year-olds.  Working with community providers of UPK, the DOE was also able to offer more 
opportunities for children identified with special needs to attend classes with a more diverse 
group of peers.  
 
 
Other Non-DOE Programs 
 
 A diverse range of city, state and federal agencies administers educational and childcare 
programming for children under five.237  The Administration for Children’s Services Child Care 

Division oversees publicly funded childcare services in centers and family childcare homes.  The 
Human Resources Administration authorizes and distributes childcare vouchers, which can be 

                                                
*   Recognizing that a 2 ! hour program was not sufficient to meet the educational needs of many children, the 

public schools and community-based providers worked creatively to blend UPK funding with other public and 

private resources to offer a full school day to the children and families who need it.  The DOE reports that 20 

percent of children receiving Universal PreK services are in full day programs.2  These efforts to blend funding are 

similar to the strategies used in other states that engage community providers in public preschool programs.   
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used to pay for programs that include a UPK component.  The Department of Health is 
responsible for Early Intervention Services for children age zero to three.  The Administration for 

Children Services and the US Department of Health and Human Services oversee most of the 
City’s Head Start programs.   
 
 There are close to 1,800 early childhood programs licensed by the New York City 
Department of Health.  The vast majority of these programs enroll children between the ages of 
three to five, but some have spaces for younger children.  About two-thirds offer full-day 
options.238  Of these, nearly 600 already offer UPK services for two and a half hours a day, 
mostly in combination with other services.  The complexity of services and providers makes it 
difficult to create a coordinated system with unified standards ensuring that children receive the 
early learning experiences they deserve.  The roles and responsibilities have evolved out of the 
laws that created each individual funding stream, resulting in a patchwork of oversight, different 
program funding levels and staff compensation levels that persist to the present day.   
 
 Since the advent of UPK, extensive work has been done to expand and improve services 
by combining funding streams to enhance early learning opportunities for the City’s children.239  
Preschool special education programs, for example, used UPK funds to expand the number of 
integrated classrooms, classrooms with both special education and non-special education 
students, and Head Start programs were able to expand services available to the poorest children.  
By this strategy, programs and services were improved.   
 
 The UPK legislation incorporated this collaborative, diverse delivery system.  Studies 
continue to show that such a diverse delivery system reaches far more children, regardless of 
their parent’s income or work status.240  Its benefits include increased access, increased capacity, 
continuity of service, and greater connections between the public school system and early 
education programs in the same community.241  
 
Financial Investment in DOE Prekindergarten Programs 

 

 The City now spends about $205 million of city, state and federal monies annually in 
prekindergarten programs for approximately 46,000 children (UPK & TPK)242. Based on the 
overall funding, the median cost per UPK student is $4,456.  
 

Funding for Universal PK (8/5/2004 DOE)243  
 

 

 State City Federal 

FY2005 TARGETED $  20,713,000 $  2,127,000 $19,994,000 

UPK $147,081,000 $15,741,000  

Total $167,794,000 $17,868,000  $19,994,000 

 
 
 CBOs and public schools both receive UPK funding to provide early education for two 
and a half hours a day and 180 days a year, but rates vary depending on the site.  The DOE 
negotiates payments individually with each community-based agency.  Public schools receive 
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funding based on the number of children to be served.  CBOs on average are paid $3,300 per 
child in UPK, which is about $1,000 less than the median expenditure for services in all 
settings.244  The rate differential between the CBOs and the public schools makes it difficult for 
community-based programs to retrain certified teachers. In addition, UPK programs based in the 
community do not receive the dollars that their public school counterparts do to hire social 
workers and provide other institutional supports. The differential in rate translates into a loss of 
almost $20,000 per classroom in CBOs, when compared to a public school site.  UPK funding 
has not increased in three years. Ultimately, neither CBOs nor public schools can sustain this 
program without critical increases in funding and adjustments to make up the shortfall in 
funding.  
 

 

The CFE Investment 
 

 To ensure that all New York City children, and particularly children in communities with 
a concentration of high-need and low-performing students, develop the early education skills and 
cognitive abilities critical for all subsequent learning and achievement, the Commission 
recommends the following: 

 
• Full school day UPK programs for all four-year-olds;  
• Full school day UPK programs for all three-year-olds in districts of high-need 

with low-performing schools; 
• Pilot programs for children under three in the most at risk communities. 

 
 These recommendations will work to create a comprehensive approach to early education 
in which the needs of all children from birth to five are addressed.    
 
 The Commission’s recommendations are for a full day of DOE-sponsored UPK, to be 
provided in both school and CBO sites.  Our analysis assumes, as the current UPK law does, that 
all children will be eligible for early education services whether or not they are already enrolled 
in other early education services such as child care or Head Start.  The CFE money will operate 
to supplement these other services, as needed, to provide children with the highest-quality 
educational opportunities.  
 
 Currently in New York City, there are approximately 110,000 four-year-olds and about 
the same number of three-year-olds.245  The Commission’s recommendations and financial 
analysis are based on calculations that 64,000 of these four-year-olds and 19,150 of these three-
year-olds will in fact enroll in these programs.246    Enrollment will continue to be voluntary as 
kindergarten is today.   
 
 
RECOMMENDATION 2  

Create full day UPK programs, utilizing the R&D framework to evaluate existing programs and 
scale-up new ones, for all four-year-olds citywide and all three-year-olds in communities with 
high-need and low-performing schools.  Develop pilot programs for infants and toddlers in areas 
where there are schools with high-need and low-performing students.  
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Specifics 

 
• Evaluate existing New York City prekindergarten programs through the Institute for 
Research and Accountability.  The Institute will assess how well these programs prepare 
children to enter Kindergarten.  The Institute will also determine whether and how 
prekindergarten programs meet the City’s learning goals, standards and expected outcomes in 
a variety of areas (e.g., instruction, professional development, curriculum, support services, 
teacher quality, facilities, assessment, administration) as well as detail where and how 
improvements need to be made.   
 
• Develop, test and scale up, through the Lab District, a high quality prekindergarten model 
that will ensure that all children enter Kindergarten ready to learn.  Scale up will occur at a 
rate that increases program capacity without significantly reducing program quality.          

 
• Create up to five pilot programs for children under three.  These pilots will be developed 
and tested by the Lab District.  The Lab District will draw on the expertise of early childhood 
programs such as Early Head Start, as well as the DOE, representatives from higher 
education and other experts on infant-toddler development.  Data and information gathered 
on the pilot program(s) by the Lab District will be used to design, test (and potentially) scale-
up a comprehensive strategy for early education for all children in the City under the age of 
three.  

 
• Convert half-day slots in high-need neighborhoods to full day-day slots first.  Create 
additional full-day slots to reach full enrollment of eligible four-year-old children.   
 

• Open classrooms for three-year-old children in communities with the highest need and 
lowest performing schools concomitantly with new classrooms for four-year-olds.  The needs 
of three-year-olds are most urgent, and evidence shows these children will reap the greatest 
rewards from prekindergarten programming. 

 
• Provide social work and family support services at all prekindergarten sites, regardless of 
whether they are set in public school or non-public school settings.* 

 

Funding and Ensuring Quality Programming 

 
 The expansion of services to achieve universal access will require the creation of new 
full-day slots for approximately 22,000 four-year-olds.  It will also require the conversion of 
another 33,600 half-day slots into full-day slots, with 64,000 four-year-old children ultimately 

                                                
*  These services are currently only provided in the public schools. The cost for this is included in the CBO funding 

model. 
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being served.247  These spaces should be provided by both public schools and CBOs according to 
their capacity levels.  For purposes of costing out, however, the Commission assumes, based on 
historical trends, that 60 percent of this expansion will take place in CBOs and 40 percent in 
public schools.  The Commission also speculates that most public schools will not have facilities 
appropriate to enroll three-year-olds.  Given the smaller class sizes they require, the estimated 
cost is slightly higher for three-year-olds than four-year-olds.*  Finally, a mix of other funding 
for child care and Head Start can be invested to establish extended day and year round services 
that working families need.  The Commission’s cost estimates build from the current experience 
and the assumptions of the UPK legislation. 
 
 Extensive research has delineated the critical elements of a quality prekindergarten 
experience.  Children in high quality programs are exposed to curricula whose aims are specified 
and integrated across domains.  These children participate in activities that develop their 
cognitive, social, emotional and motor skills not in isolation, but together.  Learning takes place 
through a combination of teacher-directed and child-directed activities that build on children’s 
literacy, language, mathematical and other capabilities.  Children learn from teachers who are 
highly qualified, who are able to teach across domains as well as develop positive relationships 
with their students.  Children are taught in classroom environments that are safe and nurturing, 
with a limited class size (18 children or less) and a lead teacher and assistant in the classroom.   
 
 The National Association for the Education of Young Children and other organizations 
have mapped out the elements of “developmentally-appropriate” practice to be used in the 
classroom, including the way the classroom should be organized and teachers should engage 
preschoolers to create a child-centered approach to learning.  New and burgeoning literature on 
teacher mentoring and early literacy provides additional valuable information to policy-makers 
who wish to create the highest-quality preschool programs.248 
 
 Parental involvement is also an important element of a high quality UPK program.  
Parental involvement is central to effective educational outcomes for all children, but especially 
the youngest, for whom early education is a transition period from family to the larger 
community.  To facilitate the active engagement of parents, programs should be respectful of 
their concerns and preferences as well as address their children’s social, mental and physical 
health.  UPK programs should build capacity in coordination with communities, and solicit their 
input.    
 
 Finally, high quality UPK programs measure a continuum of performance in all domains, 
with progress evaluated against child and program baseline data.  Programs themselves are 
measured on the quality of the learning environments they have created and the interactions 
between children and staff.    
   
 Experts have identified the important dimensions of early development and learning 
“readiness” and the conditions critical to support these dimensions.249  The DOE has used these 
dimensions to develop a set of program standards in each of the key developmental areas and to 
identify key indicators for assessing each child’s progress in each of the developmental areas.250 
 

                                                
* See addenda to this report, Cost Estimates and Assumptions and Costs for Universal Prekindergarten, for details. 
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 In terms of program content, New York City has adopted the strategy recommended by 
national early education experts.  That is, while it lays out expectations, learning goals and 
expected outcomes, it does not mandate a single curriculum to be utilized in all prekindergarten 
settings.  The DOE, with extensive input from early education programs throughout the 
community, has created a set of research-based prekindergarten standards for classrooms serving 
four-year-olds.251  The DOE has also developed a program assessment tool that will enable its 
staff to monitor programs.  Although this tool was field tested last year, it has not yet been 
evaluated for its reliability and validity.  Finally, the DOE requires teachers in the public schools 
to complete an initial assessment for each child when they enroll in prekindergarten.  CBOs, 
however, are not required to complete such assessments and it is not clear that in public schools 
such assessments are ongoing over the course of the child’s enrollment. 
 
 These recent steps taken by the DOE demonstrate there is interest in developing high 
quality programs in New York City.  However, they also demonstrate that the capacity to 
monitor, support and develop strong prekindergarten programs across the system has not been 
fully developed.  Assessments, benchmarks and other tools that define quality and measure 
outcomes have been created.  However, the City’s prekindergarten programs vary widely in their 
quality; some programs have the capacity to use these tools properly, while others do not.  Little 
is known about the quality of existing prekindergarten programs, and most importantly, how to 
develop quality and capacity in programs across the City.   
 
 The task of the Institute, therefore, will be to assess the existing prekindergarten 
programs in New York City. It will evaluate the quality of the services offered, the impact of 
these services on children’s outcomes, and provide existing prekindergarten programs with 
information on what can be done to increase the quality of their services and outcomes.        
 
 UPK expansion must take into account the fact that too often it is the children in high-
need communities (who could most benefit from high quality prekindergarten) who make do 
with just the opposite.  Policymakers and educators frequently view the mere existence of 
prekindergarten programs as having an impact on early childhood education and student 
outcomes.  As with K-12 education, however, it is not the fact of the programs that matters 

as much as what they do and how well they do it.  The elements of a high quality program not 
only need to be put together, but maintained over time and developed flexibly and 
comprehensively enough to respond to the differing, multiple needs of all children in the 
program, including English Language Learners, special education students, and students who 
enter the prekindergarten program substantially behind their peers.   
 
 To address this issue, the Lab District will be responsible for 1) developing a model of a 
high quality prekindergarten model and 2) scaling up this model in a way that balances 
increasing capacity with maintaining quality.  As with primary literacy, many (though not all) of 
the design elements of a high quality prekindergarten model are known.252  The Lab District’s 
job will be to assemble the best model or models for the New York City context.  It will then test 
out and refine the model(s) in a representative group of schools.  Once a model is determined to 
produce strong outcomes in these schools, it will be scaled up through a larger group of schools 
(where further refinement of instructional programs and practices will take place) and in 
additional stages throughout the City.  The Lab District, in conjunction with the Institute, will 
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also conduct ongoing work into areas of early childhood education in which less is known, 
including how to develop assessments of ‘readiness to learn’.         
 
 Finally, the Lab District will also develop the under-three pilot programs recommended 
by the Commission.  Enrollment will be limited to 75 children per pilot (with a limit of five 
pilots).  This makes them small enough to carefully manage for quality, but large enough to 
make an impact in targeted neighborhoods and to provide the data necessary for proper 
evaluation of that impact on children and their families.  One model the Lab District might test 
out is Early Head Start, which provides a comprehensive blueprint of services for children under 
the age of three.253  Early Head Start programs generally include family support services as well 
as full day care options that provide developmental opportunities for young children.254  The 
City’s Department of Health will be an active partner in these pilots, with the goal of improving 
its current regulations and oversight of early learning settings for children under the age of three. 
 
RECOMMENDATION 3  

Develop a coherent human resources system for early childhood programs, to attract and retain 
quality teachers and administrators, by bringing the salaries of UPK teachers and directors in 
CBOs more in line with those of UPK teachers and principals in public schools.  Link increased 
compensation to assessments to screen and evaluate performance, and provide teachers and 
administrators with professional development to increase skills and knowledge. 
 

Specifics 

 

• Increase salaries of UPK teachers in CBOs from their current average of  $36,500 to 
$44,000, to make them more comparable to those of UPK teachers in public schools. 255   
Provide salary increases only to those teachers who pass the rigorous assessments outlined in 
part one of the Commission’s report to ensure quality teaching for children in early childhood 
programs. 
 
• Increase salaries of UPK directors in CBOs from their current average of $71,000 to 
$85,200,to make them more comparable to those of UPK principals in the public schools. 
Provide salary increases only to those directors who pass rigorous assessments to ensure 
quality administration of early childhood programs. (Costing out Pending) 
 
• Provide incentives, during the expansion phase, to recruit more teachers and 
administrators to the field and to help those already in the field to complete their certification.  
Incentives should include loan forgiveness, scholarships, and release time to attend classes.  
The City might also consider the creation of a pool of substitute teachers to fill in for teachers 
who must take time off work to attend classes for certification.  

 
• Provide a minimum of 60 hours per year of high quality, in-service professional 
development, training, mentoring, seminars and/or conferences for CBO and UPK teachers 
and administrators. Professional development that is delivered on an on-going basis could 
include the following  

 
o Knowledge of child development;  
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o Design of the learning environment; 
o Curriculum design and assessment; 
o Classroom management; 
o Emergent literacy; 
o Problem solving; 
o Social and emotional competence; 
o Observation and appropriate assessment; 
o Cultural competence; 
o Techniques for enhancing language development; 
o Family and community involvement. 

 
 

Recruiting and Retaining Quality Teachers and Administrators 

 
 The greatest challenge to the expansion of prekindergarten access for three and four-year-
olds is the recruitment, training and compensation of a sufficient number of qualified teachers 
and administrators.   
 
 In recent years, the demands placed on teachers interested in early education have greatly 
increased.  As of February 2, 2004, students seeking to teach in early childhood education (birth 
to Grade 2) must now have initial certification, which requires not only a bachelor’s degree but 
also student teaching experience and passing three state certification exams.  To continue in the 
field, a teacher must complete the professional certification requirements within five years.  
These requirements include the completion of a Master’s degree, three years of teaching 
experience and passing additional state certification tests.  Fully certified teachers must also 
complete 175 hours of professional development every five years. 
 
 In addition, New York City is the only place in the country that requires all early 
childhood programs in the community to have a certified teacher at the head of every classroom, 
a standard that was also adopted by the Universal Prekindergarten program.  CBOs face 
challenges in meeting this requirement, however, because they cannot pay the salaries necessary 
to recruit and retain individuals with the appropriate credentials.  The DOE, for example, reports 
that only 76 percent of the teachers in prekindergarten classrooms are certified, though many 
early childhood programs have head teachers on study plans moving toward certification.256  
 
 Certified teachers currently can earn substantially more and receive more comprehensive 
benefits in the public school system than in CBOs.  Indeed, it is not an exaggeration to say that 
New York City currently has a two-tiered system of preschool, with teachers in CBOs earning 
substantially less than their peers in public schools.  The current funding mechanism for UPK 
fails to address this disparity, which is likely to grow more severe in the coming years, as 
demand for early education services grows.  
 
 An examination of the current pay scales reveals the extent of the problem.  Salaries for 
teachers in CBOs range from $28,000 to $45,000 per year, with most falling in the lower part of 
the salary range.  After ten years, a teacher in a child care center funded by the Administration 
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for Children’s Services is likely to earn half as much as public school teachers with the same 
credentials and seniority.257  The problem is even more acute for programs that rely primarily on 
parent fees rather than public funds to cover the costs of a full-school day or an extended day.   
 
 Not only is there a disparity in the salary and benefits provided to teachers in CBOs as 
compared to public schools, there is also substantial disparity in the professional development 
opportunities available to the prekindergarten teachers in CBOs as compared to public schools.  
Academic institutions recommend a minimum of 60 hours of professional development annually, 
and New York City public school teachers receive at minimum this amount.  The opportunities 
for teachers in CBOs are substantially less, and vary depending on a number of factors, including 
the program’s resources and other funding requirements. While at least one Region in the City’s 
school system currently provides the same development opportunities to all prekindergarten 
staff, regardless of setting, this is the exception to the rule.  
 
 Research confirms that preschool teacher quality is strongly linked to compensation; poor 
compensation contributes to high turnover, which in turn harms educational quality.258  A 
qualified teacher, as measured by education, knowledge of child development, and ability to 
support the learning of children from multiple backgrounds, is essential if a child is to receive 
full benefit from his/her prekindergarten experience.  As documented by the National Institute 
for Early Education Research, better-educated teachers with specialized training are more 
effective than those who lack such training and education.259 
 
 Quality prekindergarten also requires recruiting, training, and properly compensating 
administrators to oversee these programs and their staff.  While it is principals who administer 
prekindergarten programs in public schools, and often serve as the principal for the building 
during school hours, those who run prekindergarten programs in CBOS hold the title of director.  
For this position, the City requires a Masters in Education, a BA in Early Childhood Education 
(or Special Education for those programs specifically), a New York State Teaching Certificate in 
Early Childhood or Elementary Education, and two years of classroom and paid experience as a 
Group Teacher in a licensed pre-school program.260  Salaries for directors in CBOs range from 
$42,737 to $100,000 per year, with most falling in the lower part of the salary range. These 
directors, in addition to running the CBO prekindergarten program, also run the Early Childhood 
Centers in which the programs are located.  Directors spend approximately 40 percent of their 
workday managing the prekindergarten programs within their CBOs. 
 
 As with teachers, a high turnover rate also exists for directors of prekindergarten 
programs: since 2002, the City has lost 209 of its 450 daycare directors and assistant directors, an 
almost 50 percent attrition rate in less than four years.261  This loss and failure to retain and train 
staff to become experienced professionals thwarts the City's ability to establish ongoing, high-
quality prekindergarten programs.  Making prekindergarten programs an educational priority 
requires encouraging those who run them to remain in the system, continually assisting them in 
improving their skills, and valuing them as quality professionals.   
 
 In order to ensure that meaningful teaching and learning occurs at the prekindergarten 
level, valid and reliable assessments of children’s growth must regularly take place, and teachers 
must be trained in the use of these assessments.  Principals and Directors, in turn, must be trained 
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to oversee and assist these teachers.  At the prekindergarten level, the primary purpose of 
assessments is to help educators to teach more effectively and to determine appropriate 
classroom activities for both groups of as well as individual children.  These assessments can be 
used to tailor teachers’ professional development more closely to the needs of students.  They 
can also be used to develop understanding of the child’s growth, provide information for 
instructional planning, and facilitate communication with the child’s family.262  By examining 
individual classroom data and aggregate regional data, regions can finely tune their professional 
development to student and teacher needs.  There are a number of national assessments available, 
such as those used by the Early Head Start program, that examine multiple dimensions of child 
development and learning as well as the conditions that support them. 
 
 The DOE should work to provide professional development and technical assistance in 
all settings to ensure that staff conducts and uses assessments of children’s progress, employs 
quality instructional strategies, participates in professional development programming informed 
by assessment information, and maintains classroom standards.  These services can be provided 
directly through newly hired curriculum and program specialists or through contracts to 
professional and research organizations as needed. 
 
 
RECOMMENDATION 4  

Coordinate an approach to the administration of UPK that streamlines funding, standards, and 
reporting requirements.     
 

Specifics 

 
• Create, through the Mayor’s Office, an interagency structure to coordinate the 
various agencies involved in the provision of prekindergarten services.  This body will 
work with/include representatives of: the Department of Education, the Administration 
for Children’s Services, the Human Resources Administration and the Department of 
Health and Mental Health.  This coordinating body will be charged with addressing the 
contradictory and duplicate requirements for program standards, funding, reporting, 
enrollment of children and technical supports to programs.  Issues this administrative 
body might examine include: 

 
o Providing data on the ages of children enrolled across all settings, the location of 

services and detailed assessments of unmet need based on current population 
figures;  

o Conducting a comprehensive needs analysis;  
o Integrating and coordinating funding streams; 
o Unifying the contracting, reporting and auditing procedures across all sectors to 

maximize the use of public dollars; 
o Developing plans for program and staff expansion until full enrollment is reached;  
o Developing uniform tools for evaluating program quality and the progress of 

individual children;   



 76 

o Working collaboratively with the Citywide UPK Advisory Board and the ACS 
Advisory Board already in place as well as newly developed community-based 
advisory boards in the planning and implementation process. 

 

• Ensure, through the Mayor’s office, that the necessary operational infrastructure is 
in place to provide technical assistance, monitoring and other support services (e.g. early 
education specialists, social workers, nurses and family workers) to organizations 
providing early education services.   

 
• Establish ongoing local advisory boards in each community school district to 
provide coordinated planning for local communities’ UPK programs.  These advisory 
boards should include individuals representing DOE regional and district staff, 
Community District Education Councils, public school principals, CBO directors, 
representatives from higher education, researchers, advocates and civic leaders as well as 
parents.  The creation of these boards will give all stakeholders a voice in the UPK 
planning and implementation process at both the City and community levels.*  

                                                
* The 1997 law that established universal prekindergarten services called for advisory boards in every school district 

to plan for the UPK program. These advisory boards were to include representatives of all important stakeholders, 

from educators to parents. The law did not, however, make provisions for ongoing advisory boards to support and 

help implement additional programs. 
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ASSUMPTIONS AND COSTS FOR UNIVERSAL PREKINDERGARTEN 

 

 

 We use a program budget based on currently negotiated entry-level salaries for certified 
teachers in public schools in New York City.  In this model, the estimated cost per child for a full 
day of PreK for a three-year-old and four-year-old child, respectively, is $12,028 and $10,024.  
A detailed analysis of the costs is provided below.   
 

 The total cost of moving toward a universally accessible system is based on certain core 
assumptions about the number of children who would actually enroll and the costs of providing 
services to them.  We are assuming that, at full enrollment, the system would serve 64,000 out of 
roughly 110,000 four-year-olds on a voluntary basis, and 55,000 out of 110,000 three-year-olds, 
also on a voluntary basis. The rationale for this assumption is based on the 20-year experience 
with full day kindergarten that now enrolls close to 64,000 of the five year olds in the City. Each 
year there is on average 110,000 children who are born or whose parents migrate to New York 
City. The number stays fairly constant for each year. The lower assumption of full enrollment for 
three-year-olds as compared to four-year-olds is that we expect fewer parents will enroll their 
children in formal education programs. 

 
 Of the 42,000 four-year-olds currently enrolled in DOE-sponsored UPK, the DOE reports 
that 80percent (33,600) are enrolled in part-day PreK services and 20percent (8,400) are in full 
day PreK services. 
 
 
Funding needs  

 Expansion cannot begin without first bringing the CBO rate per child for a half day 
program up to the median cost of $5,012 from the current average of $3,300.  Given the 27,000 
children currently being served in CBOs, this entails a rate increase of approximately $1,700 per 
child or $45.9 million in total. This cost must be met even if the seats were to be shuttled to the 
public schools from CBOs.  In fact, continuing the services in CBOs maintains the additional 
seating capacity without new facilities costs and preserves the range of services that parents 
require. 

 To add new children will require expanding the 33,600 existing half-day slots for four-
year-olds to full day and adding an additional 22,000 full-day slots for four-year-olds. For three-
year-olds, it will entail adding 19,150 full-day slots. 
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Assumptions 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 A cost estimate for universal preschool for three-year-olds (half-day) and four-year-olds 
(full day) is based on the following assumptions: 
 

• Full enrollment: Four-year-olds = 64,000 children (of 110,000 four-year-olds). 
Three-year-olds = 55,000 (50 percent of 110,000) of whom 19,150 are eligible. 

• 60 percent of the three-and four-year-old children will enroll in CBO settings and 
40 percent in public school settings.  

• There will be some cost differentials between the CBOs and public schools but 
these are not significant because this proposal is based on comparable teacher 
salaries and director/principal salaries.  

 

 

Adjust rate per child rate in CBOs 27,000 x $1,700 $   45.9 million 

Expand half day four-year-olds 33,600 x $5,012 $ 168.4 million 

Add new full day four-year-olds 22,000 x $10,024 $ 220.5 million 

Add full day three-year-olds 19,150 x $12,028 $ 225.1 million 

Total  $659.9 million  

Entry level Annual Salary Public School 

Kindergarten Teacher $44,090 

Public School Asst. Teacher $26,100 

Public School Principal $105,100 

Family/Child Social Worker $55,515 

Instructional Coordinator $50,150 

Estimated Costs: New York City Full Day PreKindergarten
474 

   Annual Expense 

   0.4 (FTE) Principal/Director $105,100 $42,040 

1 Other professional staff $50,150 $50,150 

6 Teachers $44,090 $264,540 

6 Teachers Assistants $26,100 $156,600 

1 Family Resource (MSW) $55,515 $55,515 

 Subtotal salaries $568,845 
    

 Benefits @ 35% salary $199,095 

 Substitute teacher daily rate $85 $20,400 

 Non-personnel /FTE child $2,725475 $294,300 
    

 Total $1,082,640 

 Cost/child full day for 4 year olds (18/class) $10,024 

 Cost / child half day 4 year olds $ 5,012 

 Cost / child full day for 3 year olds (15/class) $12028 

 Cost/ child half day 3 year olds $6014 
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INVESTMENT IN FACILITIES FOR UNIVERSAL PREKINDERGARTEN 
 

 
 The numbers below are based on the take up rate as outlined above. It is expected that 
63,938 four-year-olds will enroll in full day and 19,150 three-year-olds will be eligible for and 
enrolled in full day services.  
 

Seats needed for 4 year olds 63,938 

Seats needed for 3 year old 19,150 

TOTAL SEATS NEEDED 83,088 

 

 
It is not reasonable to assume that every slot would be used for this program 
 

Total seats for 3 and 4 year olds 64,852 

Program not able to participate476 (10,376) 

Programs not interested (6,485) 

TOTAL SEATS AVAILABLE FOR PreK 47,990 

 
  

Capacity in community for 3 and 4 year old 47,990 

Capacity in schools 15,404 

Other potential capacity in schools 500 

TOTAL CAPACITY 63,894 

 
 
 Even assuming that every single licensed space can be incorporated into the universal 
prekindergarten program, 19,194 spaces will need to be created to accommodate every three-and 
four-year-old who would like to participate in the program.   
 

Total Seats needed 83, 088 
Current seat capacity 63, 894 

SLOTS NEEDED 19,194 

 
 
 In thinking about the cost to develop 19,194 new slots, it is important to take into 
consideration the requirements for the design of the facility.  Basic considerations can be found 
in Department of Health and Mental Hygiene (DOHMH) licensing guidelines: 
 

• 30 square feet of usable space per child 
• No more than 15 three-year-olds in each room 
• No more than 20 four-year-olds in each room 
• 1 sink and 1 toilet for every 15 children 
• Access to adequate outdoor space 
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 While DOHMH sets the minimum guidelines for space, the National Association for the 
Education of Young Children (NAEYC) sets higher standards for higher quality in programs: 
 

• 50 square feet of usable space per child 
• 100 square feet of outdoor usable space 

 
 In practice, a center should have at least the following in addition to classrooms and 
bathrooms: 

• Reception area 
• Staff lounge 
• Parent lounge/resource center 
• Adequate office space for teaching and administrative staff 
• Adequate storage throughout the center 

 
 It is estimated that 40 percent of the seats needed for the pre-k program will be housed in 
public schools.  The remaining 60 percent will be in community-based settings.  Schools and 
centers that allow a minimum 75 square feet per child should be able to accommodate facilities 
design that allows for ample space for children, parents, and staff in the center.477   
 

CBO SQUARE FOOTAGE   

Min square ft for quality 75  

# spaces needed 11,516 

Amt Sq. ft. to be developed 863,712 

 
 Better design for early childhood space requires closer to 105 square feet per child.  
Therefore, New York City needs to develop between 806,131 – 863,712 square feet of space to 
accommodate the demand. 
 
 
 

SCHOOL SQUARE FOOTAGE   

Min square ft for quality 105  

# spaces needed 7,677  

Amt Sq. ft. to be developed 806,131 

 
 In a survey administered to nonprofit organizations that have developed childcare center 
spaces over the past five years, the range of cost for childcare center construction was between 
$125-$350 per square foot.478  The average price was $200 per square foot.  However, 
construction costs have risen significantly in the few years since this survey was administered, 
and a best estimate of construction per square foot for early childhood space is now closer to 
$257 per square foot.  Because large space is extraordinarily difficult to secure for early 
childhood settings in the community, the minimum of 75 square feet per child has been allocated 
to community-based settings.  Approximately 864,000 square feet of space needs to be 
developed in community settings to accommodate the children who want to enroll in the 
prekindergarten program.  Hence, $221.9 million will be needed to develop seats in community 
settings. 
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COST – Community Setting 

Min square ft for quality 75  

# spaces needed 11,516 

Amt Sq. ft. to be developed 863,712 

Sq. footage in community settings 863,712 

Avg. TDC per sq ft $257 

Total development cost TDC $221,973,949 

 
 
 Before calculating the cost of adding new seats to the public schools, it was important 
first to assess whether there were any available seats in the public schools for the expansion of 
the prekindergarten program and where these seats were before calculating the cost of building 
additional new seats.  An analysis was done of the prekindergarten seat need for each district. 
The current space needs and the future space needs in 2008 for this program were calculated 
based on the number of projected three- and four-year olds in each district, and the number of 
targeted, high-need students.  Based on the costs in the Campaign for Fiscal Equity’s facilities 
proposal, the per seat cost for prekindergarten space is approximately $58,400 per child (2003).  
With an estimate of 7, 677 children in school settings or a total estimated cost of $448.3 million.  
 
 
 Another option worthy of exploration is for the school system to acquire long-term leases 
to property or facilities where additional space for prekindergarten students would be constructed 
and then lease back this space to CBOs to operate the program.  The school system would retain 
title for the improvements via the lease, obviating any need for any payments to defray CBO 
rental or mortgage costs.  Improvements then could be financed via sales of tax-exempt bonds.  
 
 The Commission's third, and final, report on the topic of facilities provides further 
details. 
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